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Central America, American Style

‘Susan Linfield

Ever since PBS accepted the Starr

v the ClA-supporied overthrow of Gue-
u:'mala s elecled govermment in 1854
What emerges is the regularity with

Foundation as underwriter of & MAIOT 8e- | which the U.S. has tried o foist its inter-

res on Central America, independaent

documentarians have dresded ils appear-
ance. Afver all, Starr is a prime funder of

"Reaganite think tenks such as the Hoo-

ver_Institution, the Heritage Foundatinn,
the Institute for Humane Studies (ded)-
“cated to “building & network of free-mar-
“keLintellectuals" ), Georpetown Universi-
-ty's - Center for Strategic &n

ests on the region. But it's the visual

_ subtext thal’s nool siribing—compare

the poise ui' @ well grovined Sumozista o
!.l"" pain-and-poverty-etched face of a
Sandinu arimy veteran as they recount
the saine events.

But while this focus un “American in-
terests” strengthens the luitial segment,
it's the downfal) of the other three. "Cas-

“International_Studies, and_the (Lewis) e Chs " e )
. ' Lehrman Institute; it has also funded the ; uo's Challenge” presents & peculiarly

Institute for Free Labor Development.

‘the AFL-C]O's_Latin American project
‘which,_Motner_Jones asserts, has re-

ceived “up 1o $100 million & vear in CIA_

. ” T
! e

i . The show's executive producers. Aus-

" {in_Hovt end INeal B. Freeman. are not

. exactlv 8 Sandinista’s delight. In the lste
*™0s, Hovt_war executive producer of

i WBGH's In Search of the Real Americg

i which_he aescribes as “an antidote”

the “badmouthing of the country™ (eni- ! of liying,

sodes _inciuded “There's No Business
ike ie Qi qt" e 3 < >

! Tnterests, = PBS examination of “our”
stake in foreign policy issues. He has slso
produced William Buckley's Firing Line,
and was briefiv Washington correspon-
dent for Buckley's National Review.

| Crisis in Central Americc makes it

onto the air this week as a four-part “spe-

cial report’” of Frontiine ( April 9

through 12, 9 p.m., Channel 13). The

good news is that, contrary to expecte-
tions. the show is not the fiimed equive:
lent of & Reagan -foreign policy speech.

The bad news ic. it's boring—the “careful
and judicious” approach that Frontiine’s
David Fanning often boasts of has, alas,
worked al} too well. After awhile, I found
mysel! {entasizing about the murder rf
the droning narrator whose voice blan-

whether Sandinisias or contras got 1o
him first. :
Fach show examines & discrete aspect
of the Central American conflict—or
“crisis,” as the show insists. Part One,
“The Yankee Years,” iz an archival mon-
tage of U.S. involvement in the region

Mﬁﬁm
the CIA™). Freeman produces American 5

'
|

kets the series—and | didn’t really care

from the Spanish—Americah'We: of 1898 -

! standsrd of living.

top-down view of the Cuban Revolution.

Afier making a convincing case for Baus-

1a's corruplion and the need for change,
the filmmuhers becoine obsessed with
such events as Cuba’s slliance with the
Soviet Union, Chie Guevara's atiempts 10

“export” revolution, and the decision to

send Cuban truops W Angola and Ethio-
pia. The show reveals remarkably little
sbout the internal effecis of the revolu- ‘
-1ion on the Cuban people: their standard’

wormen, the state of education, art, and
liverature. (All but one of the intellectiu-
als interviewed are in exile.)

Similarly, “Revolution in Nicaragua”
scrutinizes the Sandinisias in terms of
East-West concerns. After the revolution:
of 1979, which the show defends as “one
of the broadest, most popular ovements
in the history of Latin Americs,” its foqus
shifts 1o Nicaragua's slieged arms ship-
ments o El Salvador and from Cuba.
Free enterprise is also & paramount con-
cern: the progucers Jaud the depree of
private ownership still extant, but ignore
the government’s th
Nevertheless, this 1s
the most absorbing segment; because the
Sandinisia revolution is relatively recent,
and was well-chronicled as it unfolded,
the show achieves & “you are there” feel.

«Battle for El Salvador” makes & val-
iant, if not always accurate, foray into the
sticky polities of the Salvadoran opposi-
tion. For once, the FMLN-FDR is seen as

| an allisnce of distinct political 1enden-

relations between men and

Gies, ot g tmonulith.”Although the show
holds out Lope for a peaceful resvlution,
the intractability of this conflict is
evoked in two brief musical passages: Ro-
berto 1)’Aubuisson’s Arens Farty lustily
singing of El Salvador as “the gravevard
of the Reds,” while & lefust meeting
opens with the “Internationale.” The
filmmakers seem baflied by Reagan's ob-
session with this tiny country, even
pointing out—with one of thuse animat-
ed mups 1 haven’t seen since grade
schuol—that talk of its strategic impor-
wance rings false, since El Salvador
doesn’t even border the supposedly vial
Caribbean Basin.

What makes all this worth watching
are he stills, archival footage and inter-
views the producers have obiained (a
press release says they used 67 archival
sources, and | Lelieve it). There’s San-
dino posing arm-in-arm with the elder
Somoza shortly befure the dictator or-
dered his murder; four well-coiffed wom-
en in light pants, one holding & gun, rid-
ing triumphantly into Havansa with

.Fidel's: forces 'in-1959; the -huge public
trials of Batista's henchmen in & soccer
stadium, compiete with & vendor hawking
ice cream: Regis Debray speaking ~.of
Che's death as the end of & “lyrical illu-
sion”; Carter meeting with the Sandinista
leaders, & large box of Cap'n Crunch on
an otherwise-empty conference isble;
and some brief but truly sickening foot-

| age of & Salvadoran death squad pushing
! women into & car and toriuring & man at
i National Guard headquarters.

But the show's thematic structure—its
concentration on “crises”—reveals its 1n-

. . sistence on viewing the region through
efforts to raise the ?

the prism of U.S. foreign policy concerns.
Cuba is clearly not & country in Crisis;
Nicaragua is in crisis, but largely because
the U.S. is trying 10 overthrow its govern-
ment. And while El Salvador may be, as
the program claims, in & state of “disinte-
gration,” it is aiso, depending on your
point of view, in & siate of becoming. If
there is & crisis in Central Axmerics, it
may lie less within our neighbors than
ourselves
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